From time immemorial, mankind has used natural substances as essential resources for many purposes, such as clothing and building materials, as spices, dyes and medicinal drugs. They have, therefore, always been important commodities and objects of exchange for many cultures. With the development of the first global commercial system, early modern European overseas enterprises imported great quantities of botanical goods from around the world and introduced them to Europe; these influenced medicine, pharmacy, diet, and the economy. It is well known that the Dutch determined the global commercial exchange during the seventeenth century and well beyond it, thus making an important contribution to the exploration of useful natural products from all over the globe. For this reason, A M G Rutten's study concentrates on the influence of Dutch commercial enterprises on the world-wide distribution of the so-called multifunctional drugs---products that could be used for both industrial and medicinal purposes---and their significance for Europe. Rutten explicitly focuses on primarily industrial products that were also used for medicinal purposes, as he explains using indigo as an example. He then presents a survey of the development of the Dutch trading companies and juxtaposes them with the former trade in multifunctional drugs in the Mediterranean area.

In the main part of the book, the author investigates different centres of global commerce as well as various geographic regions in terms of their significance as suppliers of these drugs to Dutch traders. He presents examples, such as pepper, ginger and nutmeg, and explains their historical tradition and industrial and medical applications. Vanilla, for instance, a plant native to Central America, was used as a spice but also as a remedy against nervousness and sleeplessness, and was included in many European pharmacopoeias. Nowadays, vanilla is still an important aromatic substance in the food industry. Rutten then turns to the medical-pharmaceutical aspects of multifunctional drugs and explores their presence in various European pharmacopoeias. Using the example of guaiac wood, he shows that the discovery of the special properties of a multi-purpose product could provoke an intense global trade in it. Guaiac was on the one hand used for technical purposes such as a material for ships' pulleys, and mortars, but on the other it was especially highly esteemed as a remedy against syphilis---then a new and fearsome illness---so that trade in it increased enormously. Multifunctional drugs were also used as constituents of compound medicines such as theriac, which was not a new remedy but a classical and famous European panacea. Theriac too was transported around the world in enormous quantities. Finally, Rutten shows that fragrant substances like ambergris, civet and musk were also appreciated as medicines, and formed an important group of commodities in Dutch trade.

The book concludes with a bibliography. Rutten's study provides comprehensive information concerning the trade in multifunctional drugs in the eighteenth century and their influence on Europe. By combining aspects of the histories of pharmacy, culture, and trade, he shows that interdisciplinary studies can contribute to a new understanding of historical developments. It is a pity that there are no detailed references, especially since the author has evidently consulted a large number of archival sources. But, most importantly, the results of Rutten's investigations definitely offer much inspiration for further interdisciplinary studies. The book can be recommended to a wide public: to scientists of many disciplines as well as interested amateurs.
